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Introduction
Successful parenting demands efficacy in child-care 
roles and related “tasks and responsibilities” (Whittaker 
& Cowley, 2006, p . 297) . Various researchers (Coleman 
& Karraker, 2003; Jones & Prinz, 2005; Teti & Gelfand, 
1991) have identified parenting self-efficacy as a key 
determinant of parenting behaviours, being closely linked 
to psychosocial child adjustment and child development 
outcomes . Parenting self-efficacy is a trainable skill 
(Wittkowski, Dowling, & Smith, 2016) . However, few 
parenting programs implemented in South Africa have 
explored this aspect . One study conducted in South Africa 
found that levels of self-efficacy in discipline and teaching 
roles were the lowest (Harty, Alant, & Uys, 2006) and 
parents with a high self-efficacy may be better at childcare 
tasks, although this may vary by domain .
Circle of Security parenting program
The Circle of Security (COS) parenting program (Cooper, 
Hoffman, Marvin, & Powell, 2000) is an American 
program with a focus on parent self-perceptions in the 
parenting roles important for a quality parent-child 
relationships (see Table 1) . It is focused on the attachment 
relationship and enhances secure attachment between 
a parent and his/her child (Powell, Cooper, Hoffman, & 
Marvin, 2009) .
Each chapter was presented to participants, using both 
a manual and DVD with videos and scenarios providing 
examples to parents . Participants received hand-outs that 
they were able to refer back to . The hand-outs included 
activities for the parents to engage with . Furthermore, 
each chapter included sections that facilitated interaction 
and discussions amongst the group, with an opportunity 
for participants to ask questions about the content of the 
chapter . Additionally, there were designated places to 
stop and engage parents in reflective dialogue regarding 
the program content. A series of reflective questions were 
suggested in the manual in order to facilitate and guide the 
discussion . Pre-testing was done on the beginning of the 
first day, and post-testing and focus group discussions were 
run on the final day, at the end of the parenting program.
The various chapters across the three days 
corresponded to different domains relating to parental 
self-efficacy. During the three days, parents were mostly 
exposed to the following domains: emotion, empathy, self-
acceptance, control, and learning .  . 
The COS program aims to encourage parents to reflect 
on their family structures and through introspection, their 
own attachment patterns as well. The specific questions 
that guided the program were as follows: 
• What are the levels of parental self-efficacy prior to the
intervention?
• What are the levels of parental self-efficacy following
the intervention?




The study used a pre-test-post-test design to study changes 
in parental efficacy beliefs over the three day intervention 
period . The pre-test was administered at the start of the 
first day, while the post-test was administered at the end of 
the third day . Parents completed a parenting self-efficacy 
measure at the beginning of the intervention and at the 
end of the intervention . At the end of the program trial, 
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participants completed a focus group discussion on their 
experience with the program covering aspects of what 
they found useful to them, and aspects that did not seem 
beneficial . 
Participants and setting
Participants (n = 9) included parents of children who 
attended a crèche in a rural fishing community along 
the West Coast of South Africa . Of the parents that 
participated, five (56%) were female and four (44%) 
were male; eight (89%) participants were mixed-race 
(coloured), while one participant was Caucasian (11%) . 
The participants were between the ages of 28 and 51 .
Procedure and instruments
The University of the Western Cape’s Higher Degrees 
Committee and Senate Higher Degrees Committee 
provided ethics approval for the study (Ref . 14/6/22) . 
Participants consented to participate in the study . 
The participants completed the Tool to Measure 
Parenting Self-Efficacy (TOPSE: Kendall & Bloomfield, 
2005) both pre- and post-test . The TOPSE consists of 48 
items and 8 sub-scales, namely: emotion, play, empathy, 
control, discipline, pressures, self-acceptance, and 
learning . Items are scored on an 11-point Likert scale 
from 0 (strongly disagree) to 10 (strongly agree) . Scores 
from the TOPSE achieved reliability indices of between 
0.80 and 0.94 in a previous study (Kendall & Bloomfield, 
2005) .
For the focus group discussion, the participants 
responded to questions regarding the parenting 
interventions . In particular, areas covered related to the 
accessibility of the program, considering aspects such as 
language, cultural relevance, hand-outs, and the use of 
audio-visual aids. Participants were asked to reflect on the 
usefulness of the program, the extent to which they were 
able to identify with the scenarios provided, the extent 
to which they were able to apply what they had learned 
to their own circumstances, and the applicability of the 
intervention within a diverse context . 
Data analysis
Pre- and post-tests change scores were tested for 
significance utilising the Wilcoxon sign-rank test and Sign 
test . Thematic analysis of the data from the focus group 
discussion was primarily descriptive of the participants’ 
satisfaction with and experience of the COS program .
Results and discussion
Tables 2 and 3 present the descriptive statistics for the nine 
parenting self-efficacy variable pairs . As can be observed 
from Tables 2 and 3, all variable pairs increased from pre- 
to post-test, except for the item on self-acceptance . 
Table 4 indicates the results of the Wilcoxon Sign-
Rank test on eight of the nine variable pairs (for Pre and 
Post Play, the Sign test is used instead) . As evidenced 
in Table 4, change scores were significant for: Control, 
Z = −2.073, p < 0 .05; Pressures, Z = −1.965, p < 0 .05; 
Learning, Z = −2.521, p < 0 .05; and the TOPSE Total, 
Z = −2.429, p < 0 .05) .
Moreover, the results of the Sign Test indicate that 
there was no significant change scores for the Play sub-
scale . When considering the various domains of parental 
self-efficacy, tapped into during the three days, it seems 
that the domains that took precedence were those that 
linked to aspects of attachment and understanding of 
the parent’s role as a safe haven and as a secure base . 
Consequently, the domain least efficacious during the 
program training was that related to play, as evidenced by 
no difference in scores post intervention . This could result 
from a lack of focused time on this domain . However, it 
could also speak to a wider issue relating to the subject 
of play within the parent-child relationship . Parents are 
often overwhelmed by the physical and financial demands 
Table 1. COS schedule
Chapter / Content Day Goal (linked to all chapters and are across the program) Parental self-efficacy domain
Chapter 1: Welcome to the Circle of 
Security Parenting
Day One Increase security of attachment of the 
child to the parent
Emotion and Empathy
Chapter 2  Exploring our children’s needs 
all the way around the circle
Day One Increase parent’s ability to read the 
child’s cues
Empathy and Learning
Chapter 3: ‘Being With’ on the circle Day Two Increase empathy in the parent for 
the child
Empathy and Learning
Chapter 4: ‘Being With’ with infants on 
the circle 
Not covered Decrease negative attributions of 
the parent regarding the child’s 
motivations
Pressures and Learning
Chapter 5: The path to security Day Two Increase parents capacity to 
self-reflect
Self-acceptance, Learning, Emotion
Chapter 6: Exploring our struggles Day Two Increase parent’s capacity to pause, 
reflect, and chose security-promoting 
caregiving behaviours
Emotion, Learning, Control
Chapter 7: Rupture and repair in the 
relationship
Day Three Increased parent’s capacity to 
regulate stressful emotional states, 
and provide comfort when child is in 
distress
Control, Discipline, Pressures
Chapter 8: Summary and conclusion Day Three Increase parent’s ability to recognise 




of parenting, that often the emotional demands become 
secondary . Beyond this, an aspect like play is placed at 
the bottom of the list of priorities, as there seems to be 
so many other components that take overwhelming 
precedence . For reasons not apparent, some appear to lack 
in child play skills or awareness of the importance of play 
with their child .
Furthermore, many of the parents voiced that they 
often become parents quite suddenly, often unprepared and 
unplanned, with a verbalised notion of not knowing what 
should be done and a general state of feeling overwhelmed . 
Subsequently, unplanned parenting might harm parenting 
self-efficacy (Atkinson, Paglia, Coolbear, Niccols, Parker, 
& Guger, 2000; Campbell, Brownell, Hungerford, Speiker, 
Mohan, & Blessing, 2004; Martins & Gafan, 2000) . In 
communities with high poverty rates, parents tend to be at 
an elevated risk for maternal depression (Patel, Rodrigues, 
& DeSouza, 2002), which may negatively impact on their 
parenting self-efficacy. For example, research in a rural 
settlement in Cape Town, showed marked impairments 
in mother-child interactions as a result of maternal 
postpartum depression (Cooper, Tomlinson, Swartz, 
Woolgar, Murray, & Molteno, 1999) .
Subjective experience of the COS program
Participants reported satisfaction with the program and its 
utility in enhancing their understanding of their parental 
role . For example, they made the following observations:
… it was a very good program ….It’s practical and 
you remember it more. (Participant #3, 51 years of 
age, female)
… [use] of the DVD …makes it much easier and 
understandable. (Participant #2, 38 years of age, 
male)
I realised I still have a lot to learn as a parent. 
(Participant #8, 29 years of age, male)
 I would recommend it to other parents…
specifically if I hear or see a parent struggling 
with the relationship between him or her and her 
children. (Participant #6, 31 years of age, female)
Table 2. Descriptive statistics for TOPSE pre-test scores (N = 9)
Pre-test M SD Min . Max .
Emotion 50 .38 7 .93 32 59
Play 47 .62 13 .41 15 60
Empathy 48 .85 7 .19 33 60
Control 36 .46 12 .25 9 56
Discipline 38 .69 10 .33 20 50
Pressures 35 .00 12 .21 11 54
Self-acceptance 45 .62 10 .63 23 59
Learning 48 .38 6 .85 33 59
TOPSE Total 43 .89 8 .00 26 .64 55 .25
Table 3. Descriptive statistics for TOPSE post-test scores (N = 9) 
Post-test M SD Min . Max .
Emotion 53 .22 6 .12 41 59
Play 51 .56 9 .15 30 60
Empathy 51 .78 6 .08 38 59
Control 42 .67 6 .54 30 51
Discipline 45 .89 11 .04 30 60
Pressures 39 .67 12 .30 20 55
Self-acceptance 47 .44 7 .60 38 60
Learning 54 .33 3 .35 49 60
TOPSE Total 48 .31 5 .265 39 .38 54 .88










































































































































Z −1.630b −1.192b −1.472b −2.073b −1.838b −1.965b −1.362b −2.521b −2.429b
Sig . 0 .103 0 .233 0 .141 0 .038 0 .066 0 .049 0 .173 0 .012 0 .015
Note . b = based on negative ranks .
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The program utilises conversational style language 
which is accessible to ordinary parents . For instance, 
each aspect speaks to different parts of the parent-child 
relationship, with parents learning to apply each aspect to 
their own scenarios . 
Limitations of the study and suggestions for further 
research 
As this was a feasibility study, greater focus was ascribed 
to the accessibility of the program . This, in conjunction 
with the need from the community for a short and 
impactful intervention, that was presented in a way that 
promoted attendance, resulted in a shorter version of the 
parenting program being offered . Therefore, significant 
limitations of this study include the small sample size and 
short duration of the parenting program than is proposed in 
the original manual . For these reasons, the results of this 
study need to be interpreted with caution . Nonetheless, 
the preliminary evidence for the COS parenting program 
is encouraging and worthy of further study in similar 
developing contexts .
Conclusion 
The COS parenting program showed positive outcomes 
relating to parental self-efficacy . This preliminary study 
gives preliminary evidence of the efficacy of this Western 
developed attachment-based program in the South African 
context . 
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